God And Prayer - Why Even Bother 
I wrote the article that begins on page two years ago. My views on prayer have not changed. It is just that recently I wrote on how we can be less frustrated in our prayer life. I thought some may more likely read some succinct thoughts on prayer. It is my hope you may read them and study further so you might develop more of a satisfying prayer life if frustrated.
· Praying doesn’t have to be complicated. Every time we see the word “praying” in the Bible we might replace it with “talking” with God. We can talk to God for many reasons including pursuing a closer relationship, for self-examination, and sharing our concerns. I find it easier to follow a God who allows freedom, thus I accept praying as communicating for support whatever may happen than manipulating for gain. Timothy Keller in his book Prayer says it best: “God will either give us what we ask or give us what we would have asked if we knew everything he knew” (p. 228).
· The truth is not even an all-powerful God can create and guarantee life without death, violence, suffering, and struggle and yet there be free will necessary for authentic relationships. A wife prays for her alcoholic husband to stop drinking but God is going to respect ones choice. Abstaining for someone else seldom lasts anyway. Two people often pray for the same job. We pray for miracles but our sufferings may help others more. It did in Jesus’ life. Martin Luther King’s suffering moved the scales from the eyes of many how they tolerated bigotry. God will give us what we would have asked if we knew what God did.
· The most important reason for praying or talking to God is often overlooked. We tell our children to associate with the right people so to make wiser choices.  Talking and getting to know God can make us a better person by seeing things from God’s perspective. If our entire prayer life was only asking God to help us love others as we want to be loved, that would be enough reason to pray.

· There are many different ways to pray to God. We may talk to God brief times during the day to feel more connected; some may reserve more formal times in the morning and evening. Just keep in mind that if we only pray with obligation we may never develop intimacy. If we don’t begin with discipline we may never achieve.

· Praying, if a relationship, also must involve listening. Praying is greatly enhanced by bible reading and studying.  We must first study a passage to see what God said to someone else, and then we might reflect on what God is saying to us – what to be thankful for, what to confess, what actions to take. Regular bible study and reflection can help us be more the kind of person we badly desire to be. We might study and then reflect on the Lord’s prayer on a regular basis, or reflect regularly though the Psalms which are often prayers.  
· The Bible is often misinterpreted which leads to disappointments in our prayer life.  James 1:6 is quoted: “But when you ask, you must believe…” The sentence before in verse 5 is not included which says: “If any of you lacks wisdom, you should ask God…” We mustn’t doubt God’s desire to always give good gifts despite our faults. This passage is not promising that God will remove all suffering from our lives by simply asking. Verse 2 says to count it joy when facing trails and to persevere. Perseverance is unnecessary if God simply grants miracles. Biblical writers don’t always say every time what is implied throughout Scriptures – God will always give us what we would have asked if we always knew what was best. 

· I never pray for suffering but I can be grateful for what suffering may teach me. Jesus’ prayer to avoid the Cross may help: God if there is a better reason to not intervene please stay close to me. I become a better person sometimes because my prayers are not answered. To have nothing but have God is everything. God will help us with any disappointment in this world. 
· Finally, during difficult times it is normal to not feel close to God. God already knows what we think or need. I don’t have to know the words to say. Prayer for me is any time or place thinking about or talking to God. Writing about God, which I am doing here, is my favorite way to be with and talk to God. I talk to God in the mornings before my day begins by reading and writing. My others times during the day are very informal. I seldom close my eyes when praying, even when in a group setting. It just seems more natural. 
God And Prayer - Why Even Bother 
Let's be honest. Many, many prayers are not answered. Disappointments in our prayer life can impact the type of relationship we have with God. Many people may turn away from God because of their genuine misunderstandings regarding God and their prayers.  The problem with prayer in our lives may be how we approach God. Unfortunately, prayers often turn into a form of manipulation to get from God what we want, as if we know best how to run the universe.

I do not wish to argue we can never pray the desires of our heart. If we want something from God we should communicate to Him about this. But, just as in marriage, if desires become expectations we will be solely disappointed. Job seemed to get a tongue lashing from God, because maybe Job suggested God doesn’t care if He doesn’t answers our prayers the way we think they should be. It was almost if God said to Job “you want to try running a world where freedom has been given.” One person’s prayer for rain may be disastrous for another person. Healing may just lead to one’s continued independence from God after brief euphoria. People were more influenced about the really important stuff in life by Jesus’ suffering than the miracles He produced. People may come to know our God better through how we handle our sufferings than the blessings we receive

It might revolutionize our prayer life if we begin to see prayer as communication to God about what is on our heart. “God, if my desire is what is not best all things considered (the big picture) I know you can sustain me, I know I can count on you to get me thru anything. Please, please help me to lean and rely on you every step of the way.” God always answers prayer but often not the way we would hope for. God will always answer the prayer of those that pray “God, you know my desires but God no matter what happens, I am going to need you to never leave me every step of the way.” God promises He will always answer such prayers.

 

We must understand that God placed a higher priority on freedom than having control, or we will always be displeased with Him. God chose love over control, as genuine intimacy cannot be coerced. Freedom means God may not always intervene the way we wish. Things happen that are not God’s will, but that does not mean God has abandoned us. God does not guarantee we will never suffer from the hands of others, directly or indirectly. God does not answer some prayers because He will not interfere in the lives of others if they aren't open to such influence. God does not stop a spouse from destroying their family because of their continued abuse of alcohol. God does not annihilate people at the first hint of evil. God has made it His mission to win back the hearts of His people rather than just destroy and start over. We must decide whether to pray in hopes to manipulate God or to cooperate and ultimately trust God in running the universe where freedom is a priority. 

 

One would be hard press to find one passage that promises God will always met our physical needs. Why wasn’t Jesus spared on the Cross after asking to have “this cup removed from Him?” Why were the apostles after Jesus’ resurrection beaten, persecuted and died as martyrs? In this world God cannot guarantee daily physical needs without totally ridding the world of all evildoers. Matthew 6:11 advises us to pray to God for our daily bread. This passage doesn’t promise us a life without hardships or suggest God is a liar if our physical needs are not met. God doesn’t promise we might not starve to death. Jesus previously said we do not live on bread alone but every word that comes from the mouth of God. (Mt 4:4) In John 6:35 Jesus says “I am the bread of life, He who come to me will never go hungry.” God promises us eternal life, not temporary, physical life here on earth. God will always sustain us emotionally during these times, if we are in a relationship with Him. God has promised in these circumstances peace that passes all human understanding and the hope of a life without suffering after death. 
The prosperity gospel message is miserably unbiblical. A person who believes that all their troubles will be swept away through a relationship with God is left with the logical explanation that God has failed them. Many are fooled by the false gospel that implies enough faith rids one of suffering in their life. I am not sure what Bible these false teachers are smoking! Why don’t these false teachers take their message to those in extreme poverty or go to hospitals and heal the sick? These false teachers simply ignore at the expense of others the stories about the lives of the Old Testament prophets, Jesus, Paul, and the apostles. The Bible is abundantly clear that lack of faith is not the reason for physical ailments or economic hardships. God doesn’t promise us an instant escape from our problems. Someone once said: “God does not promise us a panacea, but He does promise us peace in the midst of life’s storms. With God’s peace, we can stand firm in distress, disease, destruction, and even death.” Because of freedom God’s hope is not a life without problems but His presence in this life and the hope of life one day where sin and evilness don’t prevail. 

 

I certainly do not think God causes all suffering for some grand purpose, but it may be shortsighted to think it is always the wisest thing to interfere with suffering. After the Flood God started over, but with freedom, the world just returned to the way it was. Though suffering was not God original design, the argument can be made it is necessary to change a person’s heart after sin entered the world. Jesus knew this, thus He came to this earth as a suffering servant than ruling king. God, rather than mowing down Jerusalem, Rome, and every other worldly power, chose the slow, necessary way of the Incarnation as a way to change the world. This was the only way to change the world while preserving freedom. 
Often, our suffering in a way that surpasses all human understanding is the only way we can get others to see what an awesome God we have.  Suffering, whether directly caused by evildoers or not, may be the only megaphone that can reach people about what really matters in life. Miracles only turned heads but not hearts. It may take a funeral and observing the loved ones of the deceased, for others to see the hope that is within Christians. Personally, we learn nothing when God makes us rich; we just fall in love with being rich which obvious doesn’t buy happiness. The suffering of Jesus is what really changed the world for good, not Him coming as a King or Ruler. God is an awesome God. God is a rational God who can be understood. God provides our every necessary need, if we enter into an intimate relationship with Him. 

 

Prayer can be an excuse for inactivity. For instance, God cannot save the world from terrorism while His people do nothing. Leaders must show strong leadership, men and women in the armed forces unbelievable courage and sacrifice. Terrorism is fed by irrational religious beliefs, which must be counter with absolute truth and love. God prevents evil when people change, when people rise up and take a stand. Sometimes we need to wear out our feet and our knees. God may simply be waiting on us to be an answer to prayer. When all believers and the church act in unison, mighty works of God are accomplished. When all people in a nation act in unison to combat evil in their own lives and the lives of others, mighty works are done. God yearns so badly to act through His people. This accomplishes so much more than if God just interferes.  

 
What Do We Pray For?
 

There are many aspects of prayers. Jesus’ advised in Matthew 6, when asked how one should pray, that one’s prayer life consist of praising God for who He is (v.9), seeking God’s will by perhaps petitioning in times of personal or national crises (v.10), asking for daily necessities (v.11), asking for forgiveness making sure we first forgive those who have forsaken us (v.12), and requesting strength to avoid temptation from the evil one (v.13). All of these aspects of prayer are crucial for building an intimate relationship with God, but for our purposes, we will focus on the petition aspect of prayer. What do we petition God for?

 

One aspect of petition prayer that many overlook but seems to be the most prevalent in Scripture is the relational aspect of prayer that involves individual, character change. Even in the “whatever ask in His name you shall receive” passages, the context often is wisdom and endurance in trails (James 1:6-8; 4:1-3; 5:13-18; I John 3:19-22; 5:14-15). God never offered us a free ticket to a life without problems. God placed a higher priority on freedom and true love, which is the ability to choose. Assurance of prayer is more defined concerning matters such as dealing with strength over the evil one (i.e. temptation). Ephesians 1: 16-18 is an example of Paul praying for the Ephesus believers for hope and character development through wisdom (See also Ephesians 3: 14-21):

 

I have not stopped giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers. I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better. I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints.
 

The book Teach Us To Pray edited by D. A. Carson gives us a great deal of insight in prayers for personal needs. In James 4:1-3 the root causes of struggles and conflicts between believers is shown to be frustrated desire. 

 

What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle within you? You desire but do not have, so you kill. You covet but you cannot get what you want, so you quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.
 

Their desires remain frustrated because they fight instead of asking God what they need. Their prayers are unanswered because they ask with wrong motives. One must be godly to pray godly. Commit every need to God, looking to Him to meet those needs in whatever way He chooses. As in James 1:6-8, there is a qualification to the promise of answered prayer as implied in James 4:3: there must be a genuine intention to do God’s will and a willingness to be satisfied with His solutions. Self-centered prayer is the wrong way to go. (108-109) 

I John 3:21-22 says: “Dear friends, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before God and receive from him anything we ask, because we keep his commands and do what pleases him.” This passage does not mean that God answers prayer according to the measure of our obedience but rather God delights and is able to answer the prayers of those who are truly His children. With obedience to God’s ways we can have assurance in our prayers. What loving parent would not do what is best for their child? God-honoring prayer will express a desire to know and do the will of God; prayer is not an attempt to persuade God to fulfill our own ambitions and desires. God will always give us what we need if we desire His ways. The Bible makes the assumption our requests are always answered because we are always asking God’s will, not our way. “When we learn to want what God wants, we have the joy of receiving His answer to our petitions.” (117) 
 

Many of the Old Testament prayers are not about petitioning for things but begging for God’s mercy when His justice was rightly due. The Old Testament prophets cared greatly about God’s reputation and how others might view Him. Many times prayers related to God’s passion and promise to extend His gospel to all through the Israelites. Paul’s mission and prayers were about extending the gospel to the rest of the world. In Exodus 32:11-14 Moses pleaded for God’s mercy and forgiveness for the Israelites, though they deserved punishment. Moses was concerned for God’s reputation and how this may impact the way others viewed Him. 

 

But Moses sought the favor of the LORD his God. "LORD ," he said, "why should your anger burn against your people, whom you brought out of Egypt with great power and a mighty hand? Why should the Egyptians say, 'It was with evil intent that he brought them out, to kill them in the mountains and to wipe them off the face of the earth'? Turn from your fierce anger; relent and do not bring disaster on your people. Remember your servants Abraham, Isaac and Israel, to whom you swore by your own self: 'I will make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and I will give your descendants all this land I promised them, and it will be their inheritance forever.' Then the LORD relented and did not bring on his people the disaster he had threatened.
 

Moses also prayed for God’s presence as he led his people to the Promised Land God had previously pledged. Moses surely was concerned God be seen as a promise keeper. Exodus 33:16 says: “How will anyone know that you are pleased with me and with your people unless you go with us? What else will distinguish me and your people from all the other people on the face of the earth?”  In Daniel 9 God’s servant prays for the mercy of God both for personal reasons and for the very reputation of God. We today are in good company when our prayers concern God’s reputation and perceptions among unbelievers, so they might believe in God and have an intimate relationship with their Creator. 

 

Certainly, there are examples in the Old Testament when miraculous requests are made to God for personal reasons. In I Samuel 1 Hanna pleaded to God for a son that she would commit to His service. Hannah eventually conceived Samuel who went on to serve God. Elijah prayed for a miracle from God so observers might recognize God from the other gods and His request was granted (I Kings 18). Any requests can be made to God, though we should examine our motives. It appears God wants people to pray and petition Him at least initially, and leave the decision-making up to God. This may have something to do with praying in His name. We must learn to accept God’s answer. In II Samuel 12:16-23 David requested God save his baby but the baby died. David then responded: “While the child was still alive, I fasted and wept. I thought, 'Who knows? The LORD may be gracious to me and let the child live.' But now that he is dead, why should I fast? Can I bring him back again? I will go to him, but he will not return to me.”
 

True friends do not assume if you just have enough faith, you will be healed of all physical or emotional ailments. This false theology implies when one is not healed, it is because they lack enough faith. Job’s so-called friends erroneous advice can be emotionally devastating. Many refer to Matthew 18:19-20: "Again, truly I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.”  These verses are in the context of where believers are advised how to handle another believer sinning against them. If necessary we must take our brother sinning against us to friends and even the church in hopes of reconciliation, thus two or more are gathered in agreement. This passage is not about praying for healing any infirmity we have. Teachings that suggest God will always heal if just petitioned cannot be defended biblically. The story of Job in the Old Testament and Paul’s thorn in the flesh in the New Testament (I Cor. 12:7-10) are examples that teach lack of God’s healing is not a sign of unfaithfulness. Were Job and Paul not healed, was Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane not answered because they simply failed to pray with another believer?

 

Jesus’ and Paul’s Style Of Praying
The book of Job provides some insight when it comes to prayer. We learn from Job’s accusers that friends should not assume suffering is due to sins in one’s life. Job was considered a righteous man. A person who believes that all their troubles will be swept away through a relationship with God is left with the logical explanation that God has failed them. When God does not intervene the way one might desire, one should be careful not to overanalyze or think they know why God acted the way He did. God doesn’t intervene just because one is faithful. Job was faithful. God didn’t inform Job why He didn’t answer his prayer.

 

Lessons learned from Job are consistent when we read about Jesus and Paul praying to God. I will suggest a particular model for petitionary prayers that emerges in Scripture, but by no means does this model precisely fit every example of prayer in the Bible. Believers certainly can take any request to their heavenly Father. Though not always explicitly stated, it is assumed one’s motives for their request are pure. Upon their request, the believer should accept the answer from God whether positive or negative. One should avoid overanalyzing. Let God run the universe. He will always do what is best. After a brief time if God does not grant the request, it is best to move on and continually pray to God leaning on Him for peace in the midst of trials and tribulation. One should not assume God is causing us pain purposely to teach us a lesson. Is this why others in third world countries are starving? Suffering happens in a free world. 

 

In Luke 22: 41-44 Jesus prayed in the garden of Gethsemane: “He withdrew about a stone's throw beyond them, knelt down and prayed, ‘Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.’ An angel from heaven appeared to him and strengthened him. And being in anguish, he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground.”  Jesus knew from the very beginning that God had chosen Him to take on the sins of the world and suffer in their behalf. Jesus was hoping there was another way that His Father could see to accomplish their mission. Jesus by praying “not as I will, but as you will” was prepared to accept God’s answer. He also prayed for strength (an angel was sent). God obviously did not intervene. Jesus accepted God’s answer and leaned on Him for strength. Clowney in Teach Us To Pray best summarizes what we can learn from Jesus’ prayer: 

 

Never will any child of God be called upon to bear the abandonment to wrath that was the Father’s will for his Son. Only Jesus could endure that for us. Yet in our prayers we, too may ask the Father to remove our cup of suffering. When the cup remains, Jesus himself enables us to say, ‘Not as I will, but as you will’. His grace is sufficient; his power is made perfect in our weakness (2 Cor. 12:8-10) [150]
 

Paul’s prayer follows a similar pattern. II Cor. 12: 7-10 may be the only place Paul gives insight into prayer for physical healing. Paul petitioned God for the miraculous, that his burden be lifted. 

 

Therefore, in order to keep me from becoming conceited, I was given a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness." Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ's sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.
Paul seemed to have prayed for healing on three separation occasions. We do not know the time span or other particular details. We do know when God said no, Paul accepted God’s answer and ceased petitioning God for the miraculous. Then we know Paul for the rest of his life continually lean on God for strength and guidance, so “this incident suggests that there is a time to cease petitioning God for something and to rest in the same grace and power of Christ promised especially to the apostle in his distress but available to all who such divine enabling.” (cf. Eph. 3:14-21) [Carson, 91]
 

Much of prayer in Scripture is asking for godly character in difficult circumstances.  Miracles, in the form of godly actions,  can occur on a regular basis when we respond to situations as God would as opposed to our first inclination. We must constantly ask God for His help in dealing with temptation, not taking revenge against our enemies, loving others as we wished to be loved, dealing with physical pain no fault of our own. These prayers are always answered. God wants to help everyone before they pray, but God surely respects one’s desire for complete influence. God perhaps waits to have complete or much more influence in one’s life until they request such help from God. It is “quite reasonable to view petitionary prayers as a means whereby we grant God the permission to influence our noncognitive states or mind and/or share with us those cognitive insights concerning ourselves and others that will help us better live out our Christian commitment in the world” (The Openness Of God, 162.) 

 

We can always pray for miracles in personal and national crisis situations, but we must let God run the universe by accepting His answer. God has the bigger picture including the “freedom” picture. We must have faith in God. We must not judge one’s faithfulness by how God answers prayers, as Job accusers did. We must not make Job’s mistake in thinking we can run a free universe better than our Creator, by always intervening with the evil intentions of others or never allowing suffering. Submit your request to God as frequently as needed and accept His answer. When we don’t know what we should pray for, Paul writes we can simply ask the Holy Spirit to pray in our behalf “because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God's will” (Rm 8:26-27). 
